
DECLARATION OF COMMITMENT 
 

On  
 

SOCIAL JUSTICE AND RACE RELATIONS WITHIN THE CHURCH 
 

SACBC Plenary Session, February 1977 
 
Assembled in plenary session, we, the South African Catholic Bishops’ Conference, 
accept that the Catholic Church in South Africa is lagging behind in witness to the 
Gospel in matters of social justice. We are encouraged by the support given to our 
policy of opening Catholic schools to all pupils regardless of race; and now, after 
prayerful reflection and in humble reliance on the wisdom and strength that come 
from God’s Spirit, we commit ourselves to the following programme: 
 

A Concerning social attitudes and customs: 
 

1. To strive for the elimination of terms which of themselves or in their South 
African context, are derogatory and even insulting , even when no slight is 
intended, such as “native”, “Bantu” (except where this word is unavoidable on 
official documents), “boy” or “girl” for adults, “non-whites”, “non-
Europeans”, “location” and “mission” (when used in the sense of parish); and 
to combat the unnecessary use of racial and national designations that 
emphasize differences and foster the apartheid mentality. 

2. To eradicate all differentiation on purely racial grounds in the treatment of 
persons at presbyteries, convents, other church institutions and private homes. 

3. To suppress the custom still lingering in some places of having different 
sections of churches appropriated to different race groups and to ensure that 
church halls and similar premises in ant area are available to all. 

4. To insist that all Catholic associations and parish councils review their policy 
and actual achievement or failure in bringing various races together. 

5. To commend the witness of persons who in their desire to identify with the 
deprived and to make the Church recognisable as the Church of the poor, 
refrain from using privileges arising from race or wealth. 

6. To aim at a simple life-style for ourselves and where necessary to encourage 
other churches and religious personnel to do the same. 

 
B Concerning the sharing of Responsibility: 

 
7. To do all in our power to speed up the promotion of Black persons to  

responsible functions and high positions in the Church, to encourage them to  
accept such functions and responsibilities, so that the multi-cultural nature of 
the Church in South Africa may be clearly recognised, and to provide the 
training necessary for this purpose. 

8. To encourage priests, especially those working in Black parishes from which 
White priests may be excluded in times of crisis likely to recur, to give the 
fullest responsibility to parish councils and lay ministers, including allowing 
for learning by trial and error. 

 
C. Concerning Social Justice, Liberation and Development: 

 



9. To re-assess the distribution and function of church personnel, clergy and 
religious, in relation to the needs and numbers of racial and ethnic groups and, 
where necessary, to bring about a more equitable distribution. 

10. To be mindful of the Church’s duty to minister to Christ where he most suffers 
in society and therefore to make more strenuous efforts to direct special 
attention to the growing numbers of unemployed, to industrial workers in 
general and migrant workers in particular, to worker organisations, to the 
thousands of squatters living on the periphery of large cities, to political 
prisoners, detainees, banned people and their dependants, and to other 
distressed and displaced groups discovered; and to provide as far as possible 
for the care of these groups and the creation of communities among them by 
special appointed priests, religious and lay workers. 

11. To signify, by the appointment of Black priests to the charge of White 
parishes, the breaking away by the Church from prevailing social and political 
system. 

12. To push forward with the policy of integrating our institutions, and in such a 
way as to enable the poor as well as the better-off to benefit. 

13. To accept the establishment of equal pay for equal work as the aim of 
deliberate progressive budgeting and meanwhile to accept as basic the 
standards proposed by the Justice and Reconciliation Department and to assist 
on periodical reviews of all wages and conditions of work in our dioceses. 

14. To promote the awakening of social conscience and the awareness of injustice 
and social problems as central to evangelisation and an essential element on 
preaching, liturgy and catechetics and of priestly religious and lay formation, 
of church work and witness. 

15. To give practical expression to the conviction that the Church’s mission 
includes work for complete human liberation and to the teaching of “Evangelli 
Nuntiandi” that evangelisation includes transforming the concrete structures 
that oppress people; and in the light of this, to strive that the Church be seen in 
solidarity with the legitimate aspirations of oppressed people; on the side, 
therefore, of Black Consciousness, in regard both to those who promote it and 
those who suffer for it. 

16. to urge that, in addition to the campaign for public social justice Christians be 
urged to give their time and energy to assisting in development work, such as 
literacy campaigns and tutoring, co-operative ventures and self-help 
associations and advisory bodies to aid in such matters as welfare services, 
legal problems, budgeting and the use of hire purchase; that those who have 
any technique to offer should be willing to help; that projects should be 
limited and carefully selected; that work should aim at the development of the 
whole person and the formation of basic groups and communities; and that 
those engaged in this work should, however, not see themselves as dispensed 
from the broader social apostolate for human rights. 

17. To aim at the employment in every diocese or region of a fulltime worker in 
justice and reconciliation and development work, who will give his time to 
each activity according to needs, and whose financial support will be a priority 
in diocesan or regional budgeting. 

18. To encourage clergy, religious and lay associations to undertake development 
work less exclusively within the Catholic Church and to move towards the 
whole society, showing there the power of the Spirit in union with other 
Christian churches and in co-operation with local communities, so as to not to 



further divide people on lines of church affiliation in ordinary citizen and 
political action but to promote harmony. 

19. To encourage, under the aegis of Church bodies, including religious 
congregations, the launching of local community groups to promote training 
and development projects and the timely handing over to the groups of the 
institutions, property and funds connected with projects. 

 
D. Concerning Church Finance: 
 
20. To recognise, in accordance with resolution 12 of the 1975 meeting of the 

Southern African council of priests, the importance for community witness of 
making the principle of sharing more visible in church finance and to devote 
serious study to: 

1) The re-evaluation of the meaning and use of money, as to how much 
should be seen as belonging to the local parish and how much to the 
Church collectively; 

2) To communalising of parochial funds within each diocese to form a 
central fund which will be evenly distributed enabling standards of 
churches, presbyteries and works of mercy to be more consistent; 

3) To the application of the principle of communalising church funds not 
only within dioceses but also on a national level between poor and 
richer dioceses. 

 
E. Concerning a Pastoral Consultation: 

 
21. To take into account the singular situation and resultant tensions of the Church 

in South Africa, where 80% of the laity are Black and 80% of the clergy 
White, and to investigate as a matter of extreme urgency the feasibility of a 
Pastoral Consultation in which lay people, religious and priests, in large 
majority Black, may participate with the bishops, in arriving at policy on 
Church life and Apostolate but not on doctrinal and canonical matters. 

 
 


